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UNPOSED  PORTRAITS 


When  photographic  technology  progressed  to  the  stage  of  high- 
speed exposure,  a  new  type  of  portraiture  became  possible.  Previ- 
ous portraits  had,  by  necessity,  been  carefully  composed  and 
studied.  With  fractional-second  exposures  came  the  capacity  to 
isolate  moments  out  of  the  continuity  of  time  that  the  human  eye 
could  not  register.  Just  as  Eadweard  Muybridge's  famous  motion 
studies  of  a  running  horse  recorded  individual  optical  moments  that 
could  not  be  perceived  under  ordinary  conditions,  so  too  can  the 
contemporary  photographer  freeze  an  evanescent  fraction  of  time 
that  otherwise  would  pass  too  quickly  for  full  consciousness.  The 
modern  fast  exposure  can  thus  depict  a  spontaneity  of  human  ex- 
pression and  environment  virtually  unknown  in  earlier  works.  In 
capitalizing  on  the  unexpected  detail  and  the  ephemeral  moment, 
photography  thus  allows  for  a  type  of  portraiture  unavailable  in 
other  media. 

Unposed  portraiture  has  roots  in  the  earlier  part  of  the  twentieth 
century  in  the  work  of  French  artists  such  as  Jacques  Henri  Lartigue, 
BrassaV,  and  Henri  Cartier-Bresson,  and  American  artists  such  as 
Walker  Evans,  Paul  Strand,  and  Weegee.  These  photographers 
often  sought  out  a  background  or  environment  which  functioned 
formally  as  a  composition  and  simultaneously  strove  to  capture  a 
spontaneous  expression  from  the  subject.  This  resulted  in  an  ele- 
gant photograph  which  also  conveyed  a  strong  sense  of  unedited 
reality. 

Although  related  to  the  tradition  of  documentary  photojournalism 
by  their  utilization  of  transient  events,  unposed  portraits  differ  sig- 
nificantly from  snapshots  and  news  photos.  Rather  than  relying  ex- 
clusively on  fortuitous  happenstance,  they  consider  the  totality  of 
the  picture  by  uniting  both  formal  excellence  and  expressive  con- 
tent. Also  unlike  news  photos  and  snapshots,  these  photographs 
reveal  strong  individual  sensitivities  and  distinctly  personal  visions. 

The  straightforward,  factual  approach  presents  an  objective,  al- 
beit personal,  description  of  our  time.  By  virtue  of  the  unselfcon- 
scious  nature  of  both  environment  and  people,  these  photographs 
become  powerful  social  statements  as  well  as  depictions  of  indi- 
vidual personalities.  Whereas  traditional  portraiture  focuses  on  an 
individual  presence,  these  photographs  capture  a  total  social  fabric 
in  which  spontaneity  pervades  every  aspect  of  the  image,  and 
characteristics  of  the  environment  seem  as  ephemeral  as  the  ex- 


pressions of  the  subject.  In  revealing  unconscious  expressions  and 
behavior,  and  otherwise  unnoticed  juxtapositions,  unposed  por- 
traits capture  how  we  are,  not  how  we  want  to  be  or  think  we  are. 

Barbara  Haskell,  Curator 
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All  entries  are  black  and  white  photographs,  and  all  dimensions 
refer  to  image  size. 
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